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Introduction to
Relief Printmaking

What is Printmaking?
Printmaking is an artform that has been around an incredibly long time!
It usually involves creating an image on a plate that can be used to print
multiples. There are many different types of printmaking, but today we will
focus on relief printmaking!

Prints by the masters...

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner

Edvard Munch

Plate
A plate is where you create your original image that you want to print
multiples of. In traditional relief printmaking, prints are typically made
from wood or linoleum. The image is carved into the plate, covered in ink,
and then transferred to a porous matrix like paper or fabric. This process is
very similar in concept to the way ink stamps work.

Relief Printmaking
Relief printmaking is a form of printmaking where the ink sits on top of the
plate instead of in the crevices made with your carving tool. When paper is
pressed onto the inked plate, the image appears! It is hard to remember at
first, but imagine that you are using black ink on white paper. The places you
carve will be white, and the places you do not carve will be black.

The white space is where material has been carved away from the plate, and the dark space is where the
material remains. When you are carving your plates, think carefully on what parts of the image you want to
remain dark, and what parts you want to appear light.

Important things to consider...
When you finally use your plate to print your image onto paper, it is going to be mirrored.
This means everything will be reversed. When you are creating your plate, keep this in
mind. Any text or symbols will have to be drawn backwards in order for them to appear
correctly once they are printed!

“Print in Reverse!”
Any image you create will come out
mirrored. This can be confusing, so it’s a
good idea to:
-

-

Sketch your image out on paper
before carving it.
Label the light areas on your plate
“carve” and your dark areas “do
not carve.”
Show the teacher your image
before you start carving.

Review
What is relief printmaking?
What is a plate?
Look at the print of the owl on the
right, can you tell which areas the artist
has carved away and which they did
not?

Ready to make your own prints?

Materials
Styrofoam sheets (For your plates)
Dull Pencils (As a carving tool)
Cardstock Paper
Tempera Paint/Ink
Scratch paper for sketching
Brayers for ink rolling

Step one: What would you like to print?
What image would you like to make multiples of? Think on it hard before you start
carving and do some sketches on the scratch paper provided. Here are some ideas to help
you get started:
-

What is your favorite animal?
What is your favorite food?
What does a beautiful day look like to you?

Step two: Transferring your image to your plate.
Once you have your image you can start copying it onto your styrofoam. Use the dull
pencil to carve away the areas you want to appear white, and do not carve the areas you
want to appear dark. Be careful not to press too hard so you do not pierce the styrofoam.
Take your time and be careful when you are carving! If you make mistakes they will
appear on your final print. Remember to always print in reverse!

Step three: Inking your plate.
Once you feel satisfied with your plate, it’s time to ink it! Take the brayer and roll out a
thin layer of ink. Roll back and forth until the brayer is evenly covered in ink. Roll the
brayer over your plate several times while applying even pressure. Make sure that the ink
on the plate is even with no white patches showing through.

Step four: Printing the first image.
Once your plate has been inked it’s time to print your first image! Place the paper over the
plate and press down with your hand all over the paper, evenly transferring the image.
After you’ve applied enough pressure, gently peel the paper off to see your first print! If it
didn’t come out how you’d like, that’s ok, in printmaking you can make as many prints as
you like.

Step five: Refining your prints.
After viewing your first print, it’s time to make adjustments. Are there any areas that you
still need to carve? Feel free to go back to your plate to carve even more. Keep printing
until you’ve found the correct ink consistency and pressure to make a good print. At the
end of the process, you should have at least three prints that you like.

Step six: Signing your work.
An artist should always sign their work. With prints it is especially important so you can
label how many you’ve made. If you have 3 prints, you have made an edition of 3. After
your prints have dried, it’s time to label them. Write your name and date small at the
bottom of your print and label the edition number as well. Your first print would be 1/3,
your second would be 2/3, and your third would be 3/3. You can also add a title if you’d
like.

Properly labelled
print example

Review
-

Did you enjoy this process? If so, what did you enjoy about it? What did you dislike
about it?
Name a few ways printmaking is different than drawing or painting.
What are some ways you can identify a piece of art as a relief print?

Two out of these four
images are relief prints,
can you tell which ones?
How can you tell?

